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FEBS Letters 581 (2007) 5017–5018Being a renowned scientiﬁc journal throughout the world,
FEBS Letters includes in its Editorial Board established scien-
tists based in the major scientiﬁc poles from several continents.
An Englishman in Singapore, Barry Halliwell leads a presti-
gious career in the Biochemical Sciences, and is Tan Chin Tuan
Centennial Professor at the National University of Singapore
(NUS). Prof. Halliwell is also Head of the Department of Bio-
chemistry at NUS, as well as Deputy President in charge of all
Research and Technology, and Executive Director of the NUS
Graduate School of Integrative Sciences and Engineering. He
has been a FEBS Letters Editor since 1994.
With over 300 publications in top journals, Prof. Halliwell was
recognized as one of the most cited scientists worldwide in
Biology and Biochemistry by the Institute for Scientiﬁc Infor-
mation (ISI). Prof. Halliwell has published dozens of papers in
our journal, one of which [1] was identiﬁed as a Citation Clas-
sic by ISI.What are your main research interests?
My research focuses on the role of free radicals and antioxi-
dants in human health and disease, particularly neurodegener-
ative disease.What are free radicals?
A free radical is an atom or molecule that has an unpaired elec-
tron, which makes it more reactive. Free radicals are naturally
present in living organisms. For example, in plants, they play a
pivotal role during photosynthesis, and in animals they are
important for recruiting neutrophils during the inﬂammatory
response, and killing bacteria. However, due to their reactivity,
free radicals can cause oxidative damage to DNA and pro-
teins.How can that happen?
Well, an excess of free radicals can be generated by an over-
aggressive immune system, or by certain toxic compounds.
In the mitochondrion, free radicals are sometimes generated
when some intermediate electron carriers of the respiratory
chain react with oxygen directly. This is a relatively infrequent
event, as the energetic barrier for the reaction is high. An
enzyme, called superoxide dismutase, readily catches unwanted
oxygen free radicals and detoxiﬁes them, but it has to work
in concert with a range of other enzymes and cofactors.
Occasionally, oxygen free radicals may escape this mecha-
nism and oxidative damage progressively accumulates in the
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doi:10.1016/j.febslet.2007.09.040Is that why free radicals are often associated with age-related
diseases?
Yes, free radicals certainly have a role in aging. Oxidative dam-
age to DNA causes mutations, which eventually may lead to
cancer. Oxidation of proteins causes protein misfolding, and
the accumulation of misfolded proteins in the brain plays a
major role in neurodegenerative diseases such as Huntington’s
disease or Alzheimer’s.So, do we know how to reduce the risk of developing neurodegen-
erative diseases?
Many scientists are trying to answer this question. The reality is
that there are many factors acting at the same time. There is a
research project, called ‘‘The Nun Study’’ conducted by D.A.
Snowdon and his colleagues, which I ﬁnd particularly informa-
tive, as it gives a holistic view ofwhat risk factors forAlzheimer’s
disease exist in aging individuals [2]. The study was performed
on a large group of aging Catholic nuns, whose constant envi-
ronment and lifestyle permitted a considerable reduction of
interfering variables. A close pre- and post-mortem examination
of the nuns allowed the identiﬁcation of at least three main fac-
tors that can inﬂuence the development of Alzheimer’s disease.
An important genetic factor is the allele of ApoE in our DNA.
The diet is also a determinant, as certain compounds, such as
vitamin C, folic acid, or other B vitamins are associated with a
lower incidence of neurodegeneration. The exact roles of these
nutritional compounds in reducing the onset of the disease, how-
ever, still remain elusive. Finally, the level of education also has
a surprising inﬂuence on the probability of developing the dis-
ease. In a nutshell, the higher the level, the lower the risk.I guess that free radicals mostly come in with the diet. . .
They sometimes do, but antioxidants can also be part of our diet,
and they counteract the eﬀect of free radicals. One of my re-
search interests is the identiﬁcation of natural antioxidants as
well as understanding how they work from the molecular point
of view, and whether they have any impact on neurodegenera-
tive diseases in humans. I am interested in Oriental Medicine,
because Asian herbs seem to be a rich source of antioxidants.
Being based in Singapore gives me easy access to the principles
and medications used in traditional Chinese Medicine.As an Englishman, how do you ﬁnd life in Singapore?
I would deﬁne Singapore as ‘‘Asia for beginners’’. Westerners
living in Singapore do not suﬀer a cultural shock, as the society
is multiethnic, and English is the oﬃcial business and educa-
tional language. Singapore has no natural resources, but it
has a good geographical location, and it was founded as a ma-
jor trading port. What I appreciate of Singapore is that the
government understands that the country’s strength is its peo-
ple. The laws are simple and attractive for multinationals, and
education is considered very important.And how does this relate to your work regarding intellectual
property rights?
Patents are expensive to maintain and not always useful. The
policy of the University is to do fundamental cutting-edge
FEBS Letters 581 (2007) 5017–5018basic research and to educate bright people. If you get the right
staﬀ and students and create the right environment, intellectual
property will ﬂow. I strongly resist blindly using sheer numbers
of patents and spin-oﬀs as a performance indicator for NUS.Contact Information
E-mail address: bchbh@nus.edu.sg Website: http://www.
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